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THE INTERPRETATION OF CERTAIN VERSES OF THE FIRST CHAPTER 
OF GENESIS IN THE LIGHT OF PALEONTOLOGY. 

BY HENEY C. CHAPMAN, M. D. 

To those unfamiliar with the fact that the text of Genesis has 
before now constituted a subject of discussion before the Academy, 1 
some apology on the part of the author might be thought appropri- 
ate for the introduction of such a subject for its consideration. It 
might naturally be supposed also that there could be but little left 
to say as to the interpretation of the first chapter of Genesis in the 
light of paleontological research, especially in view of the consid- 
eration recently given to that subject by such distinguished contro- 
versialists as Mr. Gladstone 2 and Prof. Huxley. 3 As the latter dis- 
cussion, as well as many other similar ones, appears to have been 
based almost entirely upon the text of the English version of the 
Old Testament, revised or otherwise, it may not be regarded as 
superfluous if the order of the creation of life as given in the 
original Hebrew and literally translated, be compared with the 
order in which life appeared according to the testimony of the 
rocks. To those having no knowledge of Hebrew it should be 
mentioned that the language is an exceedingly elastic one, especially 
in the hands of those skilled in Hebrew exegesis — the same word 
having undoubtedly very many different meanings, according to the 
context, etc. By far the greater number of the stem words in Hebrew 
consist of three consonants and the system of "pointing," or the 
vocalization of such stem words by the addition of points, was 
introduced by the Jews with the view of fixing definitely the mean- 
ing of the stem words. Thus, for example, the word DTK Adm, 
read in Hebrew from right to left, will mean either " he was red," 
" red," or " man," according as DIN is written with the points, as 
DTK, D"TK, D1X. The system of pointing or the vocalization of 

the stem words was, however, only introduced in comparatively 
recent times (in the interval between the composition of the Targum 
from the third to the sixth centuries and the making of gram- 
mars by the Jews in the Arabic language in the beginning of the 
tenth century) and therefore long after the original Manuscript 

1 Proc. Acad. Nat. Sciences, 1854. 

2 Nineteenth Century, 1885, 1886. 

3 Nineteenth Century, 188 >, 1886 — Essays upon some Controverted Questions, 
1892. 
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Bibles were written. The Hebrew Bible used to-day by students is 
usually that in which the words are " pointed," the translation of 
such words as given in the Hebrew- English Dictionary being that 
determined upon by Jews living about 1 ,200 years ago. No doubt such 
Jews, in the pointing of stem words, as well as the translators of 
the Bible into English in modern times, were influenced by the 
interpretation of the Hebrew as given in the Greek translation 
made by the Seventy at Alexandria in the reign of Ptolemy 
Philadelphus, and by Aquila, Theodotion and Symmachus, and in 
the Latin Vulgate of St. Jerome, all six of which versions, it may 
be mentioned, were incorporated by Origen in his famous Hexapla 
Bible. The authority, therefore, for the accepted pointed Hebrew 
text and for the old and revised versions of the English Bible is 
weighty indeed. It is with great diffidence, therefore, that the 
author presumes to offer any other interpretation than that usually 
accepted of those verses in the first chapter of Genesis relating to 
the creation of animal life. 

The account of the creation of animal life as given in the first 
chapter of Genesis begins with the 20th Verse, which we give in 
the original unpointed Hebrew, together with a literal translation 
of the same : 

rpn VBi par D^n isw dt6k -iDtO! 

living creature reptile waters the abundantly produce shall Aleim said and 

but which, according to the English version, old or revised, is trans- 
lated, " And God said let the waters bring forth abundantly the 
moving creature that hath life." 

heavens the of expanse the of faces the above earth the above flutter shall birds 

rendered according to the authorized version, " and fowl that may 
fly above the earth in the open firmament of heaven." Admit- 
ting that, while our translation of the Hebrew is far less beautiful 
and elegant than the language of the old or revised version, it is 
nevertheless correct, it will be observed that the Hebrew word Tttf, 
shrtz, is translated by us "reptile" instead of "moving creature," 
and MJJ, ouph, " bird " instead of " fowl." The translation of the word 
shrtz " reptile " instead of " moving creature " or " creeping creature " 
as given in the marginal reading of the English versions is justified 
first by its etymology, it being derived from the verb shrtz, " to creep 
or crawl or to produce abundantly," and second, from the fact of it 
being translated by the Seventy, Aquila and Theodotion ipnsra, 
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by Symmachus ipnerov, and by St. Jerome in the Vulgate, reptile. 
Now while it may be urged by those who favor the text of the 
English versions that as a reptile is a moving or creeping creature 
the word shrtz may be so translated it does not necessarily follow 
that all moving creatures are reptiles. It is obvious, therefore, that 
if the order of creation according to Genesis is to be compared at 
all with the order of evolution according to the testimony of the 
rocks, precise rather than general interpretations, as far as possible, 
must be offered of the Hebrew words in question. The Hebrew 
word ouph, derived from the stem word meaning to vibrate, to flutter, 
to fly, we have translated "birds" rather than "fowl," as there is 
nothing in the context to indicate that fowl especially were the first 
birds created. According then to the 20th verse of the first chapter 
of Genesis reptiles were created first and birds of some kind afterward. 
It is admitted by paleontologists that the earliest formations in 
which the remains of reptiles have been found are of Permian age, 
the remains found in the earlier carboniferous strata being rather 
Amphibian than Reptilian in character. It is also admitted that 
the earliest formations in which the remains of birds have been 
found are of Jurassic age, a much later formation than the Per- 
mian. According to the testimony of the rocks, then, reptiles 
appeared first and birds of some kind afterward, and this is true 
even if the supposed footprints found in Triassic rocks should have 
been made by bird-like animals, since the Triassic as well as the 
Jurassic formations are of later date than the Permian. Such 
being the case, the sequence of life as given in the 20th verse of 
Genesis is the same sequence as that of the rocks. Continuing now 
the exposition in the 21st verse, according to the original Hebrew, 

-itPK JWDin rpnn a>s: bs n«i n^Ttn nwnn n« &nbn iron 

tp spy bz nsi nnrn^ con ix-it? 

living creature every the and great reptiles the Aleim created and 
wing of bird every the and kind their for waters the abundantly produced which moving 

or according to the old and new versions " And God created great 
whales (0. V.), the great sea-monsters (N. V.), and every living 
creature that moveth which the waters brought forth abundantly 
after their kind and every winged fowl. " 

The only two words in the above verse the interpretation of which 
demands especial consideration are tninm and rmsh. The word 
tninm is translated in the Vulgate cete, and in the old English ver- 
sion " whales," in the Septuagint xv T 'l> and in the new version " sea- 
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monster," the word used in the old English version being apparently 
based upon the Latin, that in the new upon the Greek translations 
of the Hebrew Bible. The word tninm is derived, according to 
some Hebrew grammarians from tne, to shriek or wail, and denotes 
in the form of a noun some kind of serpent, on account of the hiss- 
ing noise made by such animals. By others, however, the root is 
supposed to be tnn, to extend, the noun derived from the latter 
indicating an elongated kind of reptile, such as a great serpent or 
sea monster of some kind. That the word tninm, however derived, 
refers to some kind of reptile is shown by it being rendered in the 
148th Psalm, 7 verse, in the Septuagint, dpaxovre?, in the Vulgate 
dracones, and in the English versions " dragons." While the word 
tninm might be translated " sea monsters," since reptiles like the 
Dinosauria, etc., are regarded as sea dragons in a popular sense, it is 
difficult to justify the rendering of the word by " whales." Further, 
if the latter interpretation of the word be accepted the difficulty 
will then present itself of reconciling the statement of Genesis that 
whales were created before mammals with the evidence of the 
rocks that goes far to prove that the whales have descended from 
carnivorous mammals like the seals, the Zeuglodon, an extinct 
cetacean form combining in many respects the characters of both these 
orders. On the supposition, however, that by tninm is meant rep- 
tiles of some kind there is no difficulty in reconciling the statements 
in Genesis with the facts of paleontology, the reptiles (schrtz) 
appearing in Permian and Triassic times, such as Proterosaurus, 
Nothosaurus, Rhynchosaurus, etc., being followed by very different 
kinds of reptiles (tninm) in Jurassic and Cretaceous eras. Marine 
monsters like the Plesiosaurus, Ichthyosaurus, Elasmosaurus, 
Edestosaurus and land monsters of which Hadrosaurus, Lselaps, 
Iguanodon and Megalosaurus are examples. The Hebrew 
word rmsht being derived from the stem word rmsh, to move, is 
rendered both in the old and in the revised versions by " moveth," 
and in the Vulgate by " motabilem." As rmsh secondarily, how- 
ever, means to creep or to crawl it was translated by the Seventy 
ipncrwv. All aquatic animals that moveth, creepeth or crawleth are 
not, however, necessarily reptiles since there are mammals that 
" moveth " in the water and " creepeth " or " crawleth " out of it. 
Indeed, in the reference made in Gen., c. 7 : v. 21, to the death of 
all flesh " that moveth upon the earth, both of fowl and of cattle 
and of beast," and in Psalm 104, v. 21, " wherein all of the beasts 
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of the forest do creep," the word used in the original Hebrew to 
express the idea of beasts moving or creeping is rmsh. The word 
rmsh being so associated with beasts it is as justifiable to suppose that 
the moving or crawling animals that the waters so abundantly pro- 
duced at this period of the earth's history, " day the fifth " so-called, 
were aquatic mammals as that they were aquatic reptiles. Such an 
interpretation is consistent with the facts of paleontology, the earliest 
mammal yet discovered, Dromatherium, obtained from rocks of 
Triassic age and probably of monotrematous nature, being preceded 
by reptile-like animals, such as the theromorphric Pelycosauria of 
the Permian, described by Cope. Returning to the exposition of the 
21st verse it will be observed that while in the 20th verse, in referring 
to the creation of birds, the Hebrew word ouph alone is used, in the 
21st verse the same word is coupled with another word, knp. The word 
knp, being derived from the stem word knp, to cover, when used as a 

S / / a a un 

noun should be translated " wing," the Arabic word vjLi> Knf 

having that meaning. The birds with wings, ouph, knp, were 
created then, according to Genesis, after the birds ouph, presumably 
without wings. The order of creation, however, is that of evolu- 
tion, since the reptiles appeared first, being followed by reptile-like 
birds, Compsognathus, and bird-like reptiles, Archeopteryx, Hes- 
perornis (Marsh.) 

Passing now to the consideration of the 24th verse, containing the 
account of the creation of beasts, and translating the original 
Hebrew literally we would read as follows : 

vs*ch rvn vsi pan «sin dt6k -iewi 

kind its for living creature the earth the forth bring shall Aleim said and 

p« lrvm ffDTi nana 

earth the of beasts wild and thing moving and cattle 

or as rendered in the old and new Versions " And God said let the 
earth bring forth the living creature after his kind, cattle and creep- 
ing thing and beast of the earth." 

The Hebrew word bhm is probably derived from a stem word, 
bhm, though as a matter of fact there is no such verb in use at the 
present day. As the kindred words in the Arabic and the Ethio- 
pian languages signify, however, "dumbness," the word used in 
Hebrew as a noun has come to be accepted as meaning " dumb beasts." 
According to this interpretation it was rendered by the Seventy, 
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rsrpdizoSa, four footed and in the Vulgate, Jumenta, draught cattle. 
The word rmsh we have translated " moving thing," consistently 
with the interpretation already given of that word in verse 21. 
The word was translated !/>rerd in the Septuagint and reptilia 
in the Vulgate ; inconsistently in the latter case, however, as 
essentially the same word was previously rendered motabilem. 
It is difficult to understand why the word " reptile" should be associa- 
ted with cattle and wild beasts as the context would lead one to 
suppose that at this late period in the creation of animal life beasts 
were more particularly created. It is immaterial, however, to the 
argument whether rmsh be translated in this verse " reptiles " or 
" moving, creeping or crawling creatures," since it is not to be sup- 
posed that reptiles at once ceased to appear upon the earth. 
The translation of the Hebrew word hitu admits of no discussion, 
being translated in the Septuagint Vtjpia, in the Vulgate bestias and 
in the English versions " beasts." It will be remembered that the first 
mammalia appearing upon the earth, the descendants of reptiles, 
were probably Monotremata, resembling the Ornithorynchus and 
Echidna of the present day. From such lowly organized mamma- 
lian forms descended the mammalia of the early Tertiary which in 
turn gave place to the mammalia of the later Tertiary and present 
geologic epochs. As the " beasts," " mammalia," the bhm of the 
Hebrews were created on " day the sixth," that is after the rmsh or 
promammalia, the account of the creation of the mammalia as given 
in Genesis is therefore consistent with the order of the evolution of 
the mammalia as based upon the testimony of the rocks. Resuming 
what Genesis states as to the creation of life, it appears, if the trans- 
lation just submitted be accepted as correct, that during "day the 
fifth " the ancestors of the reptiles, the proreptilia, appeared upon the 
earth, being succeeded during that period successively by the ances- 
tors of the birds, the pro-aves, reptiles, the pro-mammalia and birds, 
and that during the following period, " day the sixth," the mammalia 
appeared. The accompanying diagram will illustrate succintly and 
genealogically the order of creation as just given. 

The order of creation then, as given in the verses of the first 
chapter of Genesis just translated, is essentially the same order as 
that based upon the remains of animal life preserved in the rocks. 
It may be argued, however, that the account of the creation of ani- 
mal life as given in Genesis is very meagre, nothing being said as to 
the creation or appearance of the lower forms of life, fishes even being 

6 
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only incidentally alluded to in verses 26 and 28 as among the ani- 
mals given to man to rule over. The prescribed limits of this essay 



Mammalia 
bhm 



Aves 
ouph knp 



Pro-mammalia 
rmsh 



Beptilia 

tninm 



Pro-aves 
ouph 



Pro-reptilia 
shrtz 

do not permit of the consideration of such meagreness, its object 
being simply to show that the order of creation according to the 
first chapter of Genesis so far as it is given, is consistent with the 
well established facts of paleontology. 



